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“Uncle John isn't in bed―he seems to have been moved.”

I turned over, and there stood my sister Annie with a flashlight in one hand and a Scooter Pie in the other. I'd been pulled from a boy's dream, a fantasy of heroism and valor. Suzanna Reed, my crush since nursery school in San Diego, had found herself in some awful playground predicament, and I, her champion, gifted with superpowers and newfound fearlessness, swept down from the schoolyard's highest eucalyptus and whisked her away from peril.

As Suzanna swooned, blue eyes sparkling, face flush with gratitude, sure to reward me―me ―Ian Emerson, an insignificant dweeb with an overactive imagination, with my first kiss, I opened my eyes to my redheaded, wide-eyed sister. Annie stomped her feet like someone with a terrible need to urinate, hurriedly munching a Scooter Pie while waving my Six Million Dollar Man flashlight all over the place. When Annie became agitated, she snacked, she wiggled, and tolerated nothing less than my total attention. 

“What do you mean, moved? And get that flashlight under control.”

“He's not there. Not in his Sospice, or whatever that nurse calls it.”

I sat up.

“Show me.”

Annie pulled me out of bed to a floor cold as a tomb. Outside, Winter Howl, three nights of frigid wind screaming down the razor hide of Walpurgis Peak, announced the arrival of what the locals called The Dead Season. It blew through Walpurgis County like a choir singing the praises of the sheer hell that mountain promised: long nights, bare trees, iron skies, and endless snow.

Conspirators, we crept to the first floor like agents in some late-night subterfuge. Years ago, in our house in California, my sister and I had done this very thing to sate the burning curiosity brought by Christmas Eve, unable to wait until morning, eager to see what luxuries had appeared in front of the tree between the hours of eight and midnight. Steve Austin's bionic eye was on the case, illuminating the living room and the empty hospital bed standing where the sofa used to be.

In pale D-Cell light, Uncle John's deathbed looked like something salvaged from a haunted infirmary, a mangled pile of sheets in a corral where human livestock suffered and died. The bladder of his IV bag hung on its stand, and the tube, usually secured by tape to his left arm, lay in the bed like a sleeping snake, the needle its solitary fang. The yellow stink of illness was everywhere.

“You're right, he's gone,” I said. “But that's impossible.”

“He's been on Dorphine,” Annie added.

I love Annie, but some words never clicked in her head, and I stopped correcting her quite some time ago.

“Good. Stoned keeps him quiet.”

“The wind woke me, so I got up to get some water. When I saw he was gone, I grabbed a Scooter Pie and came to get you. We should look for him.”

I thought about it for a second. Should we?

She looked at me the way she used to Dad when one of her toys broke or a doll lost an eye.

“Right?”

The wind curled around the house, rattling windows, sending nails creaking and pipes rattling in the walls. On this, Winter Howl's third and final night, only God knew how many trees would snap and how many chimneys would fall. Annie and I had lived in Walpurgis County for a while, and even though we were technically home, we were a long way from home, and there was no way we'd ever adjust to three nights of shrieking banshee wind.

“Right,” I said, looking around. The house was old as silent films, built when mahogany was used for balustrades and banisters, brass for doorknobs and hinges. The kitchen was off to the right, the only acquiescence to modernity the Whirlpool fridge and dishwasher. The stove was an enormous match-lit relic, probably too goddamn huge to move out of the house and replace, certainly big enough for the forest witch to bake both Hansel and Gretel. The light fixtures were as dated―retro we'd say these days―as you could imagine.

A faint shuffling emanated from the nook behind the pantry, which led to the basement door.

Annie took the last bite, swallowed hard and said, “The basement?”

“Where else?” There was no place he'd rather be.

In southern California, cellars were few and far between. We envied all those cool east coast houses in films sporting downstairs pool tables and TV rooms, but in reality, most basements were the house's cold, ugly underbelly, crammed with pipes, spiders, and forgotten things. At first glance, the cellar of 1864 Gethsemane Lane was no different, a brick vault with the immense weight of the old Craftsman upon it, a mausoleum for memories where its caretaker showed only on laundry day to use the Kenmores beneath the staircase.

I came to find it was something else entirely.

“Well, maybe he's in the bathroom,” Annie said.

Bathroom? He shits in a bedpan, I thought, but right as the words left her lips, we heard a faint, muffled thump.

Best-case scenario―Uncle John had somehow crawled out of bed and ended up behind the pantry, propped up against the basement door, eager to return to his obsession. My mind's eye saw him in a puddle of pee with his pajamas askew, banging his head like a loose shutter.

Worst-case scenario: he couldn't wait to get down there again, morphine be damned.

Instead of doing the smart thing, the sensible thing―running upstairs, waking Aunt Mary, and telling her Uncle John had gone You Know Where―we crossed those old checkerboard kitchen tiles, nearly tip-toeing past the stove, a fiend forged in cast iron in harder times.

The thing was gargantuan compared to the electric range our mother had used. Its primitive robot mouth was shut for the moment, its hunger evident in the way it eyed us with its gawking ceramic handles, sensed our child-meat with the gaping holes of its burners. What horrors could be confected in such a monstrosity, a Sears & Roebuck catalog relic from the age of steam engines. Gas hissed in its warm, iron bowel.

Eager to be past the thing, it was Annie that rounded the pantry corner first, hand clasped around my forearm. When the flashlight beam fell upon the basement door, she offered a sharp little yip and squeezed.

“Are those nails?” she said.

“Keep the beam steady.”

A nervous circle of light hovered over the tarnished doorknob and keyhole.

Nails the length of a cigarette had been driven sideways through the heavy wood and into the jamb. A bizarre array of thorns protruded every which way, heads flattened and bent, the door panels marred as our mysterious carpenter worked.

Thump.

We flinched.

“He's in there,” she whispered.

ThumpThump.

The knob rattled. The nails held fast.

Confidence boosted by this improvised deadbolt, Annie and I took a few more cautious steps. Ahead, wounded door panels and bent nails. Behind, the hissing kitchen. Beyond that, Winter Howl prowled the streets.

The keyhole―another relic―presented an opportunity too good to resist. I'd seen it done in a hundred movies and a handful of Scooby Doo episodes. Hell, my sister and I had even tried it ourselves when we first came to live in the old house.

I put my eye to the keyhole.

Nothing but a pyramid of light at the foot of the stairs, a dusty beam cast by the solitary bulb above the landing. And that was fine by me, I hadn't so much as set foot in the basement in more than a year. It was his domain now, and he was welcome to it.

But you want to see. You want to know.

Whump!

The doorknob jiggled, first from the impact, then from a hand twisting the knob from the other side. I fell into Annie, and down we went. The flashlight rolled away near the pantry, the beam now a carpet of light, illuminating the opening between the door and the hardwood floor. The black gap breathed arctic air into the nook.

In that dark slit, I saw it. An eye; a jaundiced, smoky eye, yellow from disease, dilated from weeks of morphine and basement darkness. Bloodshot and bulging. Intoxicated, yet lucid. His eye. A gray-green dust, fine as baby powder, spilled from the tear duct, tumbling down the side of his nose like a miniature avalanche.

“Ian, we go now!”

The wind screamed, a bully on a rampage whipping the trees. Something massive cracked out there, a giant bested by the fury of Walpurgis Peak, and fell into the yard with an awful noise. How could this house withstand a third night of abuse if the wind was powerful enough to snap a sycamore like a twig?

You know who's behind that door, you know he's something else now―

A pasty finger replaced the eye, tapping a madman's telegraph message with its long, filthy nail. It flipped over and curled in the beckoning gesture everyone knew.

Come here.

I recognized the split nail on his index finger―Annie too―but neither one of us wanted to say what our eyes already knew: Uncle John had gotten out of his deathbed and either crawled or fallen down the stairs into that benighted basement, among the spiders and pipes, the nexus of his illness, the source of his fouled mind, the crumbling dust, the Shimmer―

Thump!

He was something else now. Something other.

Uncle John smashed the door with a firm, deliberate fist. Fury and anger, a man not be ignored.

‼ThumpThump!

It was Aunt Mary, I thought. Who else could have nailed the basement shut, keeping him from view? Had she finally had enough? How could we have slept through noise like that?

The finger corkscrewed like a prisoner shimmying beneath barbed wire, tapping and trembling, knuckles protruding through skin the color of spackle.

Come here.

Annie scrambled to her feet. Even with her slippers caught in her nightie, she managed to pull me up. Her eyes were wide and her breath hot as summer. She shuffled in place and crinkled her Scooter Pie wrapper.

“Ian, we need to go upstairs and wake her, right n―”

There was a flurry of thumps and whacks, followed by the crunch of pulverizing wood. Cracks appeared in the door's bottom panel. The crown of nails creaked, the door flexed, and the knob danced in its mooring. But that splintering, that crushing, was more frightening than the finger, more severe than the eye. It was a jailbreak, an escape. He wanted out, and a pair of freaked-out kids were in no position to stop him.

The first tooth appeared, sawing―no, gnawing―through the door like a mountaineer's pick. An incisor, of course, impaler and meat-ripper, both blunt instrument and delicate tool, seized a small section of the traumatized door panel and pulled it away.

More frozen air escaped through the frayed hole, our private Winter Howl. It snaked around our feet, found its way up my pajama legs and Annie's nightie. My teeth were chattering, clacking castanets. Annie shivered. We backed away, holding one another like a couple of trembling kids alone in the graveyard because tonight, as far as Walpurgis County was concerned, that's precisely where we were.

More savage gnawing, and the gash opened wider still. Poor, fallen Steve Austin brought all of it into vivid view.

Uncle John's final days had taken their toll on his looks. He'd been emaciated and gray long before he'd been set in his deathbed, nails yellow fungus-laden claws, his hair an oily nest of neglect. But now I could see his face through that ragged hole, and he was a bloodless, albino white, the color of the Meerschaum pipes my father used to smoke. Varicose veins (if that's what they were) had erupted all over his face and neck like rivers on a map. Squiggly lines of arctic blue. He looks frozen, like Winter Howl.

Then, crazier thoughts: He is Winter Howl. He is Walpurgis Peak. He is Shadowless...

“Uncle John,” Annie said over and over. “It's Uncle John, unclejohnunclejohn.”

Another violent bite and Uncle John ripped a second section away. His entire mouth filled the space now, a wet, open cave lined with bleeding, receding gums. The insane array of slender shards jammed between his teeth made him look like a man attempting to eat a porcupine.

Uncle John's spidery fingers found their way to the edge of that wooden wound, pulling at the loose ends as his teeth worked the perimeter. I was reminded of the films we saw in school, macro photography of caterpillars buzzing their way through leaves. It was worse than that; urgent and sloppy, furious and devil-driven.

His tongue flopped and lolled, eager to form a sentence too ugly to be spoken, a vocalization of those bizarre symbols scrawled on the books that lined his study.

He uttered a simple command instead, but his voice was wrong―a dead man's larceny, a robber of innocence.

“ӍȺɌɎ. ḆŖľИǤ  ǶΣɌ  ȾȰ  ᵯḚ.”

Annie screamed.
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Wait.

I'm way ahead of myself.

I was eleven years old that terrible night in 1978, Annie no more than eight. When they uprooted us from sunny San Diego hauled us across the country to Walpurgis County, I was her age and she a delicate, wounded girl of five.

How did the two of us end up in such an awful predicament, parentless and imperiled?

Since you asked...

Aunt Mary was our father's sister―semi-estranged sister, I should say. In June of 1974, right after school let out for summer, our parents, Clyde and Emily Emerson, were set to embark upon a tenth anniversary, second honeymoon adventure to Hawaii. In a last-minute Hail Mary (no pun intended) after a couple of long-term babysitters had fallen through, Dad bit his bottom lip and called his only sister, inquiring if she'd fly out to San Diego to keep an eye on the niece and nephew she barely knew.

When he hung up he looked at our mother and shrugged.
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